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An important recent study confirms that elevated blood 
levels of vitamin D are associated with a significant 
decrease in the risk of cancer.   

Vitamin D is often called the sunshine vitamin, because it is 
principally formed by the actions of solar ultraviolet (UVB) rays 
on the skin. This vitamin plays several very important roles in the 
maintenance of good health, notably in controlling the absorption 
of calcium and phosphorus by the intestine in order to maintain the 
integrity of the bone mass. 

It seems probable that the white skin of inhabitants from the 
coldest regions of the globe are an adaptation which results in 
maximizing the production of vitamin D. Originally, the human 
species had black skin to protect against the strong solar radiation 
which beats down on the African continent, but when migrating 
into less-sunny regions (Northern Europe, for example), this dark 
skin became a handicap by preventing adequate production of 
vitamin D.  

Recent genetic analyses suggest that around 15,000 years ago a 
series of mutations affected three principal genes which resulted in 
the appearance of paler skin, which produced a net advantage for 
survival since it permitted better penetration of the solar rays into 
the epidermis and an increase in the synthesis of vitamin D1.  

ANTICANCER VITAMIN 

Another factor which makes the synthesis of vitamin D so 
important is the role of this vitamin in the prevention of cancer.  

The first indication of this came from observations showing that 
the mortality associated with colon cancer was elevated in people 
who had less exposure to sunlight, such as the inhabitants of large 
cities or those who live in regions located at higher latitudes. 

The blood levels of vitamin D also seem to play an important role 
in the survival of people who have already developed cancer: for 
example, women affected by a breast cancer and who exhibit 
inadequate levels of vitamin D are twice as likely to have a 
recurrence and to die of the disease. 

According to the results obtained so far, it is estimated that at least 
15 different types of cancer are associated with lack of exposure to 
sunshine, this relationship being particularly important for cancers 
of the colon, breast and prostate and for non-Hodgkins lymphoma. 

 

To better understand this protective effect, a team of scientists 
from the University of California, San Diego examined the 
relationship between the blood levels of vitamin D in women aged 
55 years or more and the total risk of cancers (with the exception 
of skin cancers). 

By using data that had been obtained during two studies involving 
2,304 subjects, they found that women who exhibited levels of 
vitamin D greater than 40 ng/ml had 67% less risk of cancer than 
those whose levels were below 20 ng/ml2. These observations are 
in agreement with the results of other studies showing a reduced 
risk of breast and colon cancer thanks to vitamin D, illustrating the 
importance of maintaining adequate blood concentrations of 
vitamin D. 

MODERATE EXPOSURE 

How to achieve these levels? In people who work outdoors in 
temperate regions, analysis of blood vitamin D levels revealed 
concentrations of about 60 ng/ml, which corresponds to a supply of 
about 10,000 IU per day. We must go outside to synthesize vitamin 
D because UVB rays are absorbed by clothes or by windows. 

This is simple enough to do in summertime since exposure to 10 or 
15 minutes of sunshine is easily sufficient to permit the skin to 
synthesize this quantity of vitamin D, without increasing the risk of 
skin cancer. 

The most important aspect is surely to avoid sunburns at all cost: 
occasional, excessive exposures which burn the skin are the 
principal risk factors for melanoma, particularly when they occur 
at an early age or in people with pale skin. The great majority of 
studies indicate that regular, moderate exposure to the sun does not 
at all represent an important risk factor for skin cancer, and can 
actually reduce the incidence of several types of cancers. 
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